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Abstract 
This research paper aimed at  ways of improving students’  writing skills  in English,  with focus on writing functional  texts.  We 
applied a questionnaire to find out the students’ interests and used the results when preparing the actual writing tasks. The 
answers to the tasks were written online, through posts on Facebook.com. In order to evaluate the students’ performance, we used 
evaluation grids and progress charts, focusing on six different parameters for each student: cohesion, format, style, vocabulary, 
accuracy, and communication efficiency. In the end, we applied a questionnaire to help students to self-evaluate their own 
cognitive approaches. The results of the experiment confirmed that the usage of topics connected to the students’ own interests 
increases their ability to write functional texts. This fact seems to be mostly due to a motivation increase. It also seems that the 
experiment stimulated students’ metacognitive awareness: they became more confident in expressing own views and opinions, 
and in appreciating own progress more appropriately. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
In theory, we speak the same language with our students. But to what extent is that actually true? Generations are 
becoming more and more different from one another and the only solution is for the teacher to adapt to these 
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changes. We agree with the ideas expressed by M. Singer and H. Moscovici in the article “Teaching and learning 
cycles in a constructivist approach to instruction”, according to which we need to build new bridges between the 
information and the student in nowadays education (Singer &Moscovici, 2008). Since students are exposed to an 
explosion of information, the teacher has to find both effective ways of structuring the learning content and 
experiences anchored in every-day life, aiming at authenticity in the learning process. The globalization of the 
economy, the internationalization of the present competition-based society and the rhythm of technological changes 
require functional competences (Singer, 2006) from students. Thus, questions about the role of schools arise from 
the perspective of the emerging knowledge society. The social and economic needs of nowadays life require more 
adequate ways of teaching and learning (Singer & Sarivan, 2010).In this idea, through the approach chosen, we 
wanted to improve students’ ability to write functional texts mentioned in the Romanian National Curriculum for 
English as a foreign language, as well as to identify the role of using topics connected to the students’ own interests. 
On the other hand, we aimed at monitoring students’ progress in functional texts writing, as well as enhancing their 
interest in dealing with such writing tasks in the right manner. As Cotterall (1999) documented, learners approach 
the task of learning another language in different ways, according to various individual characteristics and beliefs. 
Starting from this assumption, we developed the research hypothesis of our study: If the writing tasks given to 
students are based on topics related to their own interests, their functional text-writing skills will also improve.  
2. Methodology 
Our target group was made of 19 seventh graders - 9 boys and 10 girls - most of which came from backgrounds 
in which there is a preoccupation for studying. As a starting point, they were given a questionnaire made up of ten 
questions meant to reveal their preferences for their free time activities, communication means, games, TV shows, 
reading or sports. After interpreting the results, we chose the on-line communication, using a Facebook page called 
“Writing rules”. The assignment consisted of watching part of a film (that matched their interests) during their 
English class; and a writing task in the form of an entry on the Facebook page was added (the task was linked to the 
film and their choices expressed in the questionnaire). Each student had to post their answer following the 
instructions received in the class. We used an evaluation grid, taking into account the cohesion, format, style, 
vocabulary, accuracy and communication efficiency for each piece of writing. We considered these parameters the 
most important elements of a good piece of writing. Cohesion, for example, represents the flow of sentences and 
paragraphs from one to another, aspect that makes the text natural and easy to follow. The format refers to the actual 
form of the piece of writing, which can be different from one type of text to another (for example, an email and a set 
of instructions). In this context, the style is connected to the appropriate register for various functional texts (formal, 
informal, neutral). The parameter “vocabulary” is linked to the richness of terms used, while “accuracy” stands for 
correctness in both vocabulary and grammar patterns. The communication efficiency refers to the extent to which 
the piece of writing has reached its aims and persuaded the reader. At the end of the Research, we applied a short 
questionnaire made up of only questions meant to reveal how the students had felt during the experiment, how they 
would appreciate the topics covered and what differences they could notice between the traditional approach and the 
on-line one. Moreover, we wanted to discover their view on improving their writing skills in English during the 
experiment and whether they would enjoy receiving tasks in accordance to their preferences. 
3. Results and discussions  
3.1. Initial questionnaires results 
The first question revealed that sports were the students’ favourite free-time activity since they appeared in 26 % 
of their responses; 16 % of them preferred computer games, and some of them associated free time with music, 
dancing or drawing. At the top of their preferences concening the means of communication was the social network 
site: facebook.com (58%) which was considered a means of making new friends, keeping in touch with the already-
existing ones, and finding out news. As for the TV shows, most answers were in favour of the talent show “Romania 
has  got  talent”,  a  complex show with  instances  from varied  fields.  As  far  as  favourite  books  were  concerned,  we 
could notice the students’ preference for unusual stories, for suspense and adventure. The novel heroes are brave, 
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willing to become famous, ingenious, curious and last but not least, they are around the same age as the respondents 
of the questionnaire. For the seventh graders the most interesting magazines are the ones offering information about 
public figures, teenage problems or new fashion trends. Referring to the on-line environment, the students use 
www.youtube.com most frequently (54%), followed by www.facebook.com (11%) and www.ask.com. As far as 
favourite films were concerned, students preferred comedies (37%) and horror films (26%), followed by action films 
(21%) and animations (11%). We could notice that the students’ preferences coincided in terms of books and films, 
they enjoyed sensational, fictional stories. There have been many debates about the new generation’s role models, 
about the excessive promotion of inadequate celebrities in mass-media. However, the students admired musicians 
for  the  “quality”  of  their  voice,  the  sportsmen  for  their  skilful  performance  and  their  parents  for  the  effort  of  
bringing them up. The results of the questionnaire on role models are presented in Figure 1. 
Most of the students stated that they enjoyed writing in English, which was a favourable starting point for the 
present Research. The answers to the last question revealed the fact that the students hated homework that was too 
time consuming, that was too complicated or required imagination. 
3.2. Results obtained from the evaluation grids 
In order to test our hypothesis we compared the evolution of each member of our target group (according to each 
parameter mentioned above) from the starting point (pre-test) until the end (post-test), as shown in figure 2. We 
notice that the hypothesis was confirmed by the progress that the students made. There is one parameter that did not 
improve- the language accuracy. Given the instrument used for making the writing more dynamic – Facebook.com – 
we could explain the situation by the way in which this communication means usually works- without paying 
attention to form, writing informally most of the time. However, there is a maximum level of progress in the style 
parameter, for which, both the right topics and the teacher’s suggestions appear to have worked well.  
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Since the cohesion parameter improved significantly, we will show as an example one student’s progress grid 
(D.R.),  which  is  just  one  of  the  many  students  who  showed  progress  in  this  parameter.  She  expressed  interest  in  
finding out details about the format of a piece of writing, about the balance of its elements and succeeded in getting 
the best results in the end, given the fact that using cohesion elements (linkers such as “first” or “then”)  can  be 
done mechanically. 
Date Test Marks Observations
28.IV. Pre-test Well The student improved her functional text 
writing skills by using linking words 
consistently, by adding a coherent 
conclusion to the piece of writing, 
showing interest in learning and making 
progress. At the same time, she was 
appreciated for her promptness and she 
received verbal encouragement and good 
marks. 
02.V. Test 1 Well
05.V Test 2 Well
09.V. Test 3 Well
12.V. Test 4 Well
16.V. Test 5 Very well
19.V. Post-test Very well
Fig. 3. D. R.’s Progress Grid 
3.3. Results obtained from the final questionnaire 
By analysing the results obtained in the questionnaire applied at the end of the Research, we could state that the 
students enjoyed the experiment, they were relaxed and, for some of them, the homework had become pleasurable. 
The student R.M. wrote: “In one way or another, the topics were connected to decisions from real life, which made 
me feel like a grown-up while solving the task”. This statement illustrates the fact that students of this age are aware 
of grown-up expectations and capable of evaluating their own progress.  
They  considered  that  doing  their  homework  online  is  easier  because  it  is  faster,  they  can  modify  the  text  and  
correct it easily. Most of the students found the tasks easy, interesting and relaxing. Only one student, C.I., said “the 
topics were interesting, but a bit challenging”, which shows that sometimes adapting to new types of tasks is not 
easy. When asked if they would like to receive other tasks like this, they all answered “Yes”. The tasks were 
appreciated because they stirred the students’ creativity and they seemed useful for their future. The student T.M. 
answered: “Yes, I would love to have similar assignments because they will help me in life.”The last question asked 
them to evaluate their own cognitive progress during the experiment and to mention whether they improved their 
English writing skills and in what way. All respondents considered they had improved them. 
4. Conclusions 
Analysing the evolution of students’ performance in the six given parameters, we could notice an improvement in 
writing functional texts in English, especially in cohesion and style. In the future, we intend to use questionnaires in 
order to find out our students’ favourite topics and take them into account when preparing writing tasks. The only 
parameter that did not improve at all was accuracy, revealing the fact that choosing topics according to the students’ 
interests does not affect this aspect in any way. Thus, further vocabulary and grammar practice exercises are 
necessary to improve students’ performance in English. They should be encouraged to pay more attention to style 
even in contexts of online communication (in which a less formal style is usually used); this can contribute to 
progress in accuracy, a parameter which showed stagnation during the experiment. Having gained some experience 
in the online work with students and taking into account the positive feedback received from them, we aim at using 
it to a greater extent in the future.  
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It is obvious that the more students feel motivated by a certain topic, the better their writing will be. 
Consequently, we can assert that motivation is closely linked to students’ performance. 
The questionnaire applied at the end of the Research offered good results through replies such as: “I felt OK, 
even at ease. I find it strange that it has been one of the first times when I have felt good doing homework” or “In 
one way or another the topics were connected to decisions from real life, which made me feel like a grown-up while 
solving the task.” We also noticed that the students took pleasure in doing school work via the Internet, a means of 
communicating  and obtaining  information  that  they  use  daily;  they  found it  easy  to  work  in  this  because  they  can  
erase and correct their pieces of writing quickly; they saw as an advantage the possibility to check their classmates’ 
answers: “It is a big difference, if you think that we can modify and rewrite easier on the Internet than in ourwork 
books. And it is more fun, since we already spend a lot of time online and it is easier for us”. 
In conclusion, the hypothesis was confirmed by the progress the students made, especially in the following 
parameters: style, cohesion, vocabulary and task achievement. 
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